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“Amazing Grace” 

 

 

Lecture 1.  “Probably the best word in the Bible – Grace” 

 

Introduction 

 

1. The year is 1725, the place London. A baby boy, by the name of John, was born to a seafaring 

father, whom he joined on board a galley ship at the age of eleven. When his father retired 

John signed on to a merchant ship. However, in 1743 he is press ganged into joining the 

King’s Navy.  

 

2. Sometime later John transferred to a slave ship bound for Africa and so began his career of 

nine years in the slave trade. The slave trade was big business for Britain in the 18th century. 

Black Africans – men, women and children – were dragged from their homes and in chains 

forced onto slave ships bound for England and America. The sea voyages could take up to 

three months during which at least forty percent of the human cargo would die and be thrown 

into the sea as food for the sharks. As many as two hundred and ninety slaves would be 

packed into ships lying in their own and others’ vomit and excrement. The slave population in 

Jamaica reached 200,000 in the 18th century. It was estimated that 14,000 Black African slaves 

were living in British households.  

 

3. It was not until 1807 that a Parliamentary Act was passed abolishing the slave trade. But it was 

into this dreadful trafficking of humanity that John had became a slave trader. The work made 

him into a hard man to whom blasphemy, swearing and drunkenness was common. Even 

some of his crew members were aghast at John’s cursing and foul language.  

 

4. However, something happened to John in 1748 when the ship he was travelling on to England 

ran into a severe storm and almost sank. Although John had been brought up as a child to 

believe in God, this had been swept from his mind for many years. Yet, in his plight, thinking 

he was about to die, he cried out to God for forgiveness and pardon. Some say that this was 

the point of his conversion, but John insisted that it was only the beginning and that he could 

not consider himself a believer in the true sense until a year later. It was in 1749 when sick 

with a fever that he expressed his faith in Christ alone for salvation.  
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5. John continued to work in the slave trade until 1754, although for many years as a Christian he 

expressed deep sympathy for the slaves. In 1755 John began a study of Greek, Hebrew and 

Syriac and became known as an Evangelical lay minister. Then in 1764 he was appointed to 

the pastorate in Olney Northamptonshire. In 1779 John moved to a parish in London and 

became Rector of St May Woolnoth London.  

 

6. Following the ending of his involvement in the slave trade John became a great supporter of 

William Wilberforce working towards the final abolition of the slave trade. Thirty four years after 

he retired from the slave trade he wrote a very popular book entitled, “Thoughts upon the 

Slave Trade”. Within its pages he wrote a personal apology for his hand in the slave trade, “a 

confession, which ... comes too late ... It will always be a subject of humiliating reflection to me, 

that I was once an active instrument in a business at which my heart now shudders."  

 

7. In later years John became a popular hymn writer and is well known for his famous hymn 

“Amazing Grace”. His name, or course, is John Newton. 

 

8. Perhaps there are few people who can recite or sing the opening words of that hymn more 

meaningfully that John Newton, the one-time slave trader, blasphemer and hater of God. This 

hymn of John Newton’s was really his personal testimony of salvation against the background 

of his former life as a slave trader. He wrote,  

 

“Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me! 

I once was lost, but now am found:  

Was blind, but now I see”.  

 

Yet, in reality, this is true of all of us. To all of us this “Amazing grace” has come, because we 

were all once lost and blind. We are, as another hymn puts it, “Debtors to grace”.  

 

9. It is this word “Grace” that we are going to explore within these few lectures. I suggest that the 

word grace is “Probably the Best Word in the Bible”. It is a most glorious word full of the most 

significant meaning relevant to salvation and the Christian life. Paul wrote, “For by grace you 

have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God” (Eph 2:8). 

This is a common verse, often quoted, but I wonder if it is really understood. Do we really know 

what it means when we are told that salvation is through grace? 
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1. Why is this “grace” so amazing? 

1:1 A Church carried out a survey of people in the street to see what evangelical words they 

understood. When it came to grace some people thought it was a prayer used before a meal, 

others thought it was a girl’ name, whilst other said it described elegance of movement and 

attractive charm. Thus most people have the view that grace is nothing more than a cross 

between a prayer; a girl’s name and a ballet dancer. 

 

1:2 It is usual to explain “grace” as “favour that is undeserved”. We are not worthy of anything 

from God, but He gives us His favour. This is grace. However accurate this may be it does 

not go far enough. I want you to imagine that you have been out in the town but on returning 

to your house you find you have been burgled. What is more, the thief is still in the house. He 

has made a complete mess of your belongings, breaking things, damaging your possessions. 

You catch him in the process of his crime. What do you do? 

 

1:3 You have two options. You could call the police and have the burglar arrested and sent to 

prison. Or you could decide not to call the police and merely let him go free. That would be 

mercy, but it would not be grace. He deserves to be punished but you choose to show love 

and release him from any pending punishment. That is mercy. It is not grace. 

 

1:4 There is a third option. You decide not to call the police. You notice that the burglar is badly 

dressed, that he is starving hungry and a very poor man of no fixed abode. So you decide to 

let this man take a bath in your house, dress him in a best suit of clothes, set a large meal 

before him, put money in his pocket. Then you find him proper accommodation and 

employment to set him back on his feet and continue to befriend him. That is grace! 

 

1:5 In this situation you have not merely refused to subject him to punishment – a punishment 

that he rightly deserves, but you have gone out of you way, and at cost to yourself, you have 

furnished him with everything he needs. You have shown practical kindness to a person who 

deserves to be punished. So, you have done two things. First, you have shown mercy by not 

calling the police. Secondly, you have furnished him with everything that he needs. This is 

grace. Grace is love and kindness in action. 

 

1:6 This is what the Bible means when it speaks of grace. You were a sinner. You deserved to 

come under the judgement of God and be condemned to hell for eternity. You had sinned 

against God, rebelled against God, hated God and disrespected His laws. You should be 

condemned. However, God responded to you, not merely in mercy by saving you FROM hell, 

but He has shown you grace by giving countless positive, practical blessings. God has not 
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only withdrawn the weight of His judgement, He has clothed you with countless gifts not least 

of all forgiveness and salvation and every thing necessary to preserve your spiritual Christian 

life. This is grace. Mercy is the forerunner of grace. Mercy paves the way by removing the 

condemnation and punishment so that grace may shower you with countless blessings both 

physical and spiritual. Mercy has a negative element in that it removes something, whereas 

grace is positive in that it gives something. We need both. Grace could not be given if mercy 

had not come first. 

 

1:7 However, you may wish to argue that love is greater than grace. We know that “God is love” 

in His very nature. However, it is love that has produced grace. Love is the parent of grace; 

grace is the child of love. Love is affection, an emotion, a feeling. God has love towards us 

that is so great it develops into grace. It is not that we first loved God, but that He loved us 

and as a result He did something – He sent us His Son to be the propitiation for our sins (1 

John 4:10) – this action is God’s grace. Stemming from God’s great love towards us grace 

emerged; it was this grace that has brought us Jesus His Son to die on the cross as the 

propitiation for our sins. Love might be an emotion but grace is God’s action. Love shows the 

depth and quality of God’s concern for us, but it is grace that produces salvation. Grace is 

productive; grace is fruitful; grace is creative; grace is resourceful. Grace is not a feeling or 

emotion; it is love in action. God shows His love towards us through His grace. 

 

2. Is this Amazing grace only for the past? 

2:1 It may be obvious to us that whenever Paul begins a letter he first writes, “grace be to you 

and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:3). This phrase also 

appears in 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2 

Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus and Philemon – in all of Paul’s twelve letters. Sometimes 

the phrase is written slightly differently.  

 

2:2 However, it may not be all that obvious to us that Paul frequently closes his letter wishing 

grace to be upon his readers. For example, 1 Cor 16:23 “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with 

you”. Then look at the following, Romans 16: 20, 2 Cor 13:14, Galatians 6:18, Ephesians 

6:24, Philippians 4:23, Colossians 4:18, 1 Thessalonians 5:28, 2 Thessalonians 3:18, 1 

Timothy 6:21, 2 Timothy 4:22, Titus 3:15, and Philemon 25 – in all thirteen of Paul’s letters.  

 

2:3 In other words, grace is so important to Paul that it is a word that comes both first and last in 

his letters. Probably the very first word he writes is grace and the last word he writes is grace. 

It is his way of showing us the value, importance and worth of grace in the lives of the people 

to whom he wrote.  
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2:4 What is the significance of this? In all of these writings Paul sandwiches his teaching between 

two prayers for grace. It is as if he is saying, “I am wishing you grace as I begin my letter and 

I am wishing you more grace as I close my letter”. The contents of Paul’s letters will bring us 

much grace as we read and understand what he is telling us, but this is insufficient for Paul. 

He wants the grace of God to continue to abide with God’s people after the letter is read and 

studied. He wants grace to continue as you go home; as you face your financial, domestic, 

health and employment problems. Does this tell us something of how important is grace in 

the life of the Christian?  

 

2:5 Grace for Paul is timeless. It is not merely past grace about which he wishes to remind his 

readers, but present and future grace. Grace must be at the beginning, in the middle and at 

the end. Grace for Paul was that important. 

 

2:6 Did you know that the word grace appears 120 times in the NT? The majority is found in 

Romans appearing 19 times, and then Ephesians 12 times. Grace is presented to us at least 

in the following teaching categories:- Common Grace; Saving Grace; Preserving Grace; 

Sanctifying Grace; Helping Grace, and Gifts of Grace. In this way the NT shows that grace 

covers the entire Christian life; that it is everything we need. There is grace that we have 

experienced in the past, grace we know in the present and more grace to have in the future 

 

2:7 It is has been described like sitting beside to a water-fall. The water that we see drifting away 

from us down river is the grace we have known in the past – saving grace; the water that is 

seen falling in front of us represents grace we are experiencing at this moment in time, and 

as we look back up the river to see more water yet to come, this is future grace.  

 

3. How is  this Amazing grace described in the NT? 

 

3:1 The next area of interest is how Paul presents to us the quality of this grace through his use  

of adjectives in relation to the term grace. To Paul the issue of grace is so amazing that he 

cannot merely speak of grace on its own. He has to describe the value and significance of 

this grace by the use of adjectives. Paul’s aim is to show us how amazing is this grace; he 

wants to magnify this grace for us and so he attaches descriptive adjectives. He wishes to 

adorn the word so that we do not undervalue the significance of this grace. 

 

3:2 Here are some of Paul’s adjectives with respect to grace. He writes in Romans 5:17 “the 

abundance of grace”. Paul is using a Greek word that means “beyond measure; surplus”. It is 
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a word John uses when describing the feeding of the five thousand and the twelve baskets of 

fragments that were left over (John 6:12). In other words, Paul is saying that the grace of God 

is so enormous that there is really too much of it. There is more than enough grace in Christ’s 

death to cover all our sins and some more.  

 

3:3 After Paul wrote Romans 5:17 it seems as if he felt he had not given the word grace sufficient 

value in his use of “abundance”. So, in vs 20 he goes a step further and writes about this 

grace which “abounded all the more”. In Greek if you wish to intensify a verb you bolt a 

preposition on to the beginning of the verb. This is what Paul does here. He uses the same 

verb as in vs 17 but compounds its meaning by adding a preposition. So, if the verb in vs 17 

can be portrayed by the twelve baskets of left-over fragments, how would you now picture vs 

20 with this intensified verb? One has the picture of mountains of surplus baskets of 

fragments. 

 

3:4 Then in 2 Cor 9:14 we find that Paul uses a different word to describe this amazing grace. He 

writes about, “the surpassing grace of God”. In this passage Paul uses a Greek word from 

which we derive our word “hyperbole”. A “hyperbole” is a form of expression that we use 

when we want to describe how great and wonderful is something. It means “going-over-the-

top”, or being “extreme”; it is an expression of exaggeration to give an impression. Paul is 

using this term because he wants to portray grace as something that is wonderfully vast, 

great, and enormous. In a sense, this grace of God surpasses our ability to describe it or 

contain it. It is as if God has “gone-over-the-top” in supplying us with His grace. He is very 

extreme in His dispensing this grace – it is O.T.T. 

 

3:5 It is really in Ephesians that Paul seems to go wild in his use of adjectives to describe this 

grace. He calls it God’s “glorious grace” (1:6). Perhaps by this expression he means divine 

grace; grace that comes direct from the glory of God. It is an expression that shows us 

something of the value, worth and perfection of this grace. It not man-made grace; it is not 

human grace or earthly grace. It is grace that is God given. 

 

3:6 Then he moves on to, “the riches of His grace” (1:7). The word “riches” speaks of wealth, of 

great expense and cost. One thinks of jewellery, priceless gems, and vast sums of money. 

So, in Paul’s mind this grace is costly, of great value, precious and expensive.  

 

3:7 Paul really reaches the climax when he states, “the immeasurable riches of his grace” (2:7). 

In this expression he joins two of the previous words together. He takes the first word, 

translated as “immeasurable” (meaning, “hyperbole”, “over-the-top” and “extreme”), and then 
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adds it to the previous word “riches”. This grace is priceless; it is impossible to measure its 

worth. It is way beyond the price of rubies, or gold or any precious gem. It is priceless. 

 

3:8 When writing to Timothy explaining his own conversion and ministry Paul speaks like this, 

“the grace of our Lord overflowed for me” (1 Tim 1:14). Here he uses another interesting word 

that is not used anywhere else in the NT. The description chosen by translators is, 

“exceeding abundant; overflowing; poured out; to possess in excess”. This grace is 

excessive; far beyond what we really need. God’s generosity is outstanding in His dispensing 

of grace. 

 

3:9 Finally, Peter adds his own description when describing the gifts of grace and speaks of 

“God’s varied grace” (1 Pet 4:10). This portrays grace as having many sides to it. The grace 

of God has many uses to fit many occasions. It is an adaptable grace.  

 

Applications  

 

1:1 What is this telling us? When we read of grace in the NT or hear of it in preaching we must 

never approach grace superficially. Grace is like a jewel to be held in awe; to be considered 

as something precious, valuable, costly and priceless. I say again that grace is the best word 

in the NT. The many facets of grace, the way the NT uses so many adjectives to portray the 

wonder of grace, the frequency with which grace is mentioned in the NT, and the way in 

which Paul both begins and ends his letters with grace, shows us that we cannot treat grace 

lightly.  

 

1:2 It is through grace that we are saved; it is through grace that we are preserved; it is through 

grace that God continues to forgive us our sins; it is through grace that we are strengthened 

and helped; it is through grace that Jesus came to this earth and became the substitute for 

us.  And, then as John put it so perfectly, “from his fullness we have all received, grace upon 

grace” (John 1:16). Imagine yourself standing on the sea shore and watching each wave of 

the sea encroach upon the sand as the tides comes in with one wave upon another. Then 

think of grace like this where one provision of grace is overtaken by another. There is past 

grace; present grace and future grace. We are in the ministry or dispensation of grace.  

 

1:3 Every time grace is mentioned we must, in our minds, apply the Pauline adjectives and with 

John Newton say “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound”. This is the way the NT writers 

considered the wonders of grace. 
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2:1       But grace does something more. Grace becomes a mirror reflecting the glory of God, the 

wonder of Christ and the magnificence of the Holy Spirit. It is by looking into this grace that 

we see something of the splendour of God Himself. Grace tells us that God is no mere 

spectator of this planet - but that He is deeply involved practically; grace tells us that God is 

not simply watching over us - but that He is committed in action; grace tells us that God is not 

to be seen as just a Law-Giver - but that He is a God who has reached down to us in history 

to save. Grace is the maker of history; action; events; happenings and accomplishments. For 

example, what is the OT all about? It is a portrayal of the wonder of God’s grace worked out 

in the lives of men and women as God accomplishes his mission of salvation. Grace is love in 

action. Peter can uses a very significant phrase when describing God as, “The God of all 

grace” (1 Pet 5:19).  

 

2:2 Grace reflects the wonder of Christ. Indeed, as John puts it so aptly, “For the law was given 

through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). Christianity is not an 

idea; it is not a religion; it is not a teaching or message. Christianity is about grace because 

grace speaks of activity. Christianity is based on history. Jesus Christ came down to this 

planet; He was born; He died; He rose again; He ascended to glory. All this is fact. That is 

grace because grace is action.  

 

2:3 Grace displays for us the magnificent operations of the Holy Spirit. The writer to the Hebrews 

uses an interesting phrase, “…the Spirit of grace” (Heb 10:29). When we say we are saved 

by grace we must include in our thinking the secret hidden work of the Holy Spirit in the 

process of regeneration. There would be no communication of saving grace if it was not for 

the actions of the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who supplies us with grace. 

 

2:4 Indeed, Paul clearly implies the Holy Spirit as the dispenser of this saving grace when he 

states, “But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Saviour appeared,  he saved 

us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the 

washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit,  whom he poured out on us richly 

through Jesus Christ our Saviour,  so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs 

according to the hope of eternal life” (Tit 3:4-7). If we are “justified by his grace” it is because 

the Holy Spirit applied His “washing of regeneration and renewal” which was “poured out on 

us richly….so that being justified by grace…..”  Saving grace clearly extends to the work of 

the Holy Spirit. Grace, therefore, becomes the mirror which reflect the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

2:5 Again I say, let us view grace as John Newton did when he wrote, “Amazing grace, how 

sweet the sound…..” 
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3:1 Grace also does something else. It shows us our utter unworthiness. I am dependent upon 

grace – I cannot save myself or make myself presentable and acceptable to God. I am 

hopeless, helpless and weak. Grace shows up my dependability upon God. Without Him I 

can do nothing. I need this divine favour; without this grace I am powerless to do anything 

that would be acceptable to God. 

 

3:2 What grace is saying is that I need the favour of God. I cannot do anything myself to make 

myself worthy of God. Even as a Christian I cannot do anything that would give me “brownie 

points” with God. However much I may work, serve, worship God, I can never make myself 

worthy of God. I am utterly dependent upon His free grace. 

 

3:3 Remember the words of the hymn writer when he wrote, 

 

“Nothing in my hand I bring, 

Simply to thy cross I cling; 

Naked, come to Thee for dress; 

Helpless, look to Thee for grace…” 

 

We are nothing without grace. We have nothing without grace. We can do nothing without 

grace.   

 

4:1 Grace goes even further. I shows up the sinfulness of sin. John Bunyan wrote his 

autobiography entitled “Grace bounding to the chief of sinners”. When Paul wrote his letter to 

the Romans he said, “For if, because of one man's trespass, death reigned through that one 

man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of 

righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ……..Now the law came in to 

increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” (Rom 5:17, 

20). His argument is that it does not matter how much sin there is, much more grace is 

available to forgive. If you have five buckets of sin, there are ten buckets of grace; if there are 

a hundred buckets of sin, there are five hundred buckets of grace.  

 

4:2 The point I am making is this. The reason why we need so much grace – abundant grace; 

over-flowing grace; immeasurable grace; riches of grace –  is because of the vast amount of 

sin we have accumulated. The need for this “grace abounding” is because of sin abounding. 

Therefore, the vast amount of grace that is needed for our salvation shows up the vast 

amount of sin that had to be forgiven. 
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5:1 Now let us be very practical. If there is grace abounding to us let us make sure we are using 

this grace daily. You are seated at the riverside where there is a waterfall. As you look down 

steam you see the water that has already flowed past you; this is water in the past. Looking at 

the waterfall there is water in front of you; this is water in the present. Then, looking back up 

the river you see so much more water yet to come; this is water for the future.  

 

5:2 Grace is like this. We have enjoyed grace in the past – but it is just that, grace in the past. 

You enjoyed it and you were blessed with grace yesterday, last week, last month and so on. 

But it is all gone. As you are at this very moment there is grace surrounding you. This grace is 

maintaining your physical health and your spiritual health. It is the grace that enables you to 

cope with your present circumstances.  

 

5:3 However, like the river up-stream, there is more grace yet to come to you. There is future 

grace. You have not received it yet but it is coming to you. There is a vast reservoir of grace 

waiting to come your way. It is what the writer to Hebrews meant when he spoke of about 

coming to the “Throne of grace” to receive “grace to help in time of need” (Heb 4:16). There is 

plenty of grace for you to use as your future circumstances unfold.  

 

5:4 God’s favour will be available to you. Make sure you use it. Exploit this divine grace. Don’t 

ignore it. Seek God’s grace for the next hour; the next night; the next day. Reach out into this 

vast lake of grace and ensure that you take advantage of it. 

 

5:5 One of our major problems in the Christian lives is to slip back into the realm of works as a 

means of winning God’s favour. We are liable to think that if we have been good, kind, 

obedient and committed, we are worthy of God’s help and support. But, if we have been 

particularly poor in our spiritual lives, committed sin, failed to pray and attend Church, then 

we feel unworthy and therefore cannot call upon God and seek His assistance and help. 

 

5:6 All of this is a complete denial of the meaning of grace. It is grace because it is undeserved. It 

is grace because the favour of God does not rest upon the quality of our Christian lives. Yes, 

whatever your condition you have access to this grace for the present and the future.  

 

5:7 Now, of course this will not cause you to think that you can sin as much as you like or live 

lives that are spiritual impoverished and still claim this grace. You will not fall into the trap of 

antinomianism and say, “let us continue in sin so that grace may abound” (Rom 6:1). If you 
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did think like this then you would obviously be showing that you have never understood grace 

or salvation by grace. To be saved by grace means that you could never abuse grace.  

 

6:1 Finally, let me ask whether you have ever dipped into this grace for salvation. It is grace in 

the NT which absolutely cancels out the heretical teaching that salvation can be through 

works. If grace is such an important word in the NT – a word that is applicable to salvation 

and throughout the Christian life – it must of necessity nullify any conception of salvation by 

works. Grace by its very definition cannot be earned, bought, deserved or merited. Grace is 

given freely or it is not grace.  

 

6:2 This is the important question. Have you availed yourself of this saving grace? Can you stop 

thinking of God as One to whom and for whom you must labour long and hard to be 

accepted? There is grace and more grace; grace to cover all your sin however bad it is, or 

however long you may have been in sin. It does not matter. Recall these words, “where sin 

increased, grace abounded all the more”. You will never be able to exhaust the bountiful 

provision of God’s saving grace to cover all your sin.  

 

6:3 Let the grace of God in the preaching of the Gospel lead you to repent of your sins and trust 

the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation. Don’t come to God arguing your goodness or claiming 

some merit of your own. Just rely upon the grace that is in Christ Jesus who died for sinners. 

Listen again to the words of Augustus Toplady in his hymn Rock of Ages. He writes,  

“Not the labours of my hands can fulfil Thy law’s demands;  

Could my zeal no respite know,  

Could my tears for ever flow,  

All for sin could not atone;  

Thou must save, and Thou alone” 

 

6:4 Let us agree then with John Newton, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound”. 

 

 

Richard Lee. March 2014 


